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Introduction  to  the  Comic  Book 

H  Kumar  Vyas 


Is  English  an  Indian  Language  ? 

This  comic  book  should  be  read  in  the  spirit  of  a  message.  It  is  a  message  addressed  to 
those  of  you  who,  along  with  your  own  language,  also  use  English  as  medium  of  com¬ 
munication;  both  in  speech  and  in  writing.  As  such,  English  becomes  an  integral  part  of 
your  daily  work  routine.  You  use  it  with  almost  the  same  facility  as  your  own  language, 
whether  in  school  or  college,  at  your  work  place,  when  communicating  among  friends 
or  sometimes  even  with  the  members  of  your  family. 

English  is  no  more  treated  as  foreign  language  in  India.  Many  people  think  that  this 
is  because  it  has  been  a  historical  legacy  from  India’s  past  foreign  rulers.  This  may  be 
partly  true.  But  the  real,  and  far  more  important,  reason  is  that  today  it  has  become 
the  most  popular  linguistic  medium  of  international  communication.  Because  of  this, 
English  has  been  accepted  as  an  integral  part  of  India’s  educational  system.  And  learn¬ 
ing  English  besides  one’s  mother  tongue  has  now  become  an  accepted  norm  for  school 
going  children. 


Inexcusable  Failures 

And  yet  most  of  us  who  speak  and  write  English  are  unaware  of  inexcusable  failures 
that  occur  when  important  sounds  from  the  Indian  phonetic  system  are  transliterated 
in  Roman  script.  That  is,  the  script  in  which  English  is  written. 

But  before  we  discuss  these  failures,  a  word  about  transliteration.  We  all  know  what 
translation  is.  It  is  the  process  by  which  we  relate  two  languages  semantically  to  each 
other.  On  the  other  hand,  there  is  a  process  that  phonetically  relates,  or  transfers,  the 
sound  system  of  one  script  to  that  of  the  other.  And  that  is  called  transliteration.  To 
put  it  simply,  what  happens  in  transliteration  is  the  transformation  of  sounds  of  words 
from  one  script  into  those  of  the  other.  (Avery  simple  example:  Translation  of  in 
English  would  be  ‘a  girl’,  but  its  transliteration  in  Roman  script  would  be,  ‘b  a  1  a’.) 


Why  do  these  failures  occur?  It  is  mainly  because  in  the  English  phonetic  system  there 
is  no  provision  for  faithfully  reproducing  several  distinct  sounds  that  are  typical  of 
the  Indian  phonetic  system.  When  any  of  these  sounds  is  found  missing,  the  accepted 
practice  is  to  bring  in  a  ‘quick  fix’  substitute.  This  substitute  is  the  nearest  existing 
sound  from  the  English  phonetic  system.  Unfortunately,  it  never  works.  Every  one 
of  these  efforts  results  in  either  a  frustrating  ambiguity  or  still  worse,  an  unfortunate 
misunderstanding  leading  to  loss  of  original  meaning.  In  any  other  country  this  kind 
of  neglect  would  have  been  considered  intolerable  and  an  insult  to  the  indigenous 
language  or  languages. 

Object  of  the  Comic  Book  and  the  NID  Project 

So  the  object  of  both  the  print  and  online  versions  of  this  comic  book  is  to  serve  as  an 
effort  toward  creating  a  general  awareness  to  this  problem.  The  immediate  aim  is  to 
make  people  aware  of  typical  failures  that  occur  in  transliteration  and  encourage  them 
to  think  of  possible  remedies.  This  is  exactly  what  the  characters  in  the  comic  book 
are  seen  doing  with  help  of  leading  questions.  The  book  has  been  designed  keeping  in 
mind  those  people  who  as  a  rule  speak,  read  and  write  more  than  one  language;  English 
being  one  of  them. 

In  fact  this  very  effort  is  an  integral  part  of  a  larger  and  thoroughly  comprehensive 
project  that  is  being  perused  at  the  moment  at  the  National  Institute  of  Design  (NID)  in 
Ahmedabad,  India.  The  project  systematically  addresses  the  failures  discussed  in  this 
comic  book  in  the  spirit  of  a  design  problem.  The  efforts  are  on  to  work  out  appropriate 
Solutions.  As  this  is  the  first  phase  of  the  project,  the  target  groups  have  been  identified 
for  their  close  acquaintance  with  two  writing  systems  or  scripts:  Devanagari  and 
Roman.  In  next  phases  to  follow,  one  expects  similar  exercises  for  other  major  scripts 
of  India. 

Indianise  the  Roman  Script! 

A  final  word  of  caution.  There  is  a  remote  possibility  that  some  people  might 
misinterpret  this  exercise  and  the  special  design  project  at  NID  as  an  effort  to 
Romanise  Indian  scripts.  We  make  this  point  because  there  have  been  misguided 
efforts  of  this  nature  in  the  past  especially  during  the  time  of  the  British.  If  at  all,  our 
present  effort  goes  on  to  prove  that  what  is  needed  is  exactly  the  opposite  which  is,  to 
Indianise  the  Roman  script.  A  redesigned  Roman  script  that  should  allow  English  to 
assimilate  those  ‘missing’  sounds  which  are  essentially  Indian  and  thus  move  one  step 
nearer  to  the  phonetic  systems  of  Indian  languages. 


H  Kumar  Vyas 

Honorary  Research  Fellow 
National  Institute  of  Design 
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This  is  a  story  that  concerns  us  all. 

It  is  not  about  people,  and  not  about  places  either. 
Though  they  both  play  an  important  part  in  our  story. 

Let  us  say  it  is  a  story  that  invites  us  to  meet  an  important 
idea.  You  may  even  call  it  a  cause  that  has  been 

overlooked. 
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WELL,  YOU  KNOW  WHAT  TRANSLATION  IS, 
we  mANSLATS  WHEN  WE  TRANSP£R  THS 
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THAT  IS  ALSO  WHY  SN&LISH  HAS  TO  f?ef^l?eS£NT 
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oa 


AS 


- - -  I.,... .  ■!  ■  ■1.. 

COMING  BACK  TO  'SMBITIGBUHA',  IT  IS  A  COMBOUNP 
WOBP  MAPO  OP  TWO  NOUNS,  SMBITI  ANP  GBUHA. 
HOBO  BOTH  'fBX'  ANP  ''tBW  WHICH  ABO  IN  PACT 
TBANSLITOBATIONS  OP  A  SINGLO  VOWOL  SOUNP  ^  /  HAVO 
ONPOP  UP  IN  CBOATING  AN  AMBIGUOUS  SITUATION. 


QBBQBQQQQQB 


- . 

THetee  \6  one  thins  that 

X  HAVe  TO  ASK.  THeSe  FAILUKeS 
OF  KO/AAN  SC!?IFT. 

HOW  PO  THeV  APf=eCT  Me  ? 

WHY  SHOULP  X  BOTHee  ABOUT  THS/A  ? 


WHAT'&  ALL 
THie? 


ir'e  ANNA 
HAZAf?e'5 
euf^poi^yesse. 


XN  THe  ANTI- 
col^l^UFn^lON 
F>eoTe^T. 


X  THINK  we  AKB 
CLoee  TO  THe 
MAIOAN  NOW. 
BHALL  we  60 

eee  thb 

6ATHeeiN6 


euKe, 

WHY  NOT  ? 


7 


NeXTz  ANNA 
HAZAK  HAL 


A7 


AT  THe  OAHLOUPAL 
A&ITATIOH... 


weLL,  THIS  te 
^OMeTHIN&I 


HMM 


I 

\\\ 


Iff  August 
Anma 

AN^f^A/KA 

Say>antar 

TyA6i\ 


"YOU  see,  spojf  oj?&ihally  a  MAt^ATHl  woiep 
MeANINO  AN  BLPSe.  IT  IS  ALSO  FOUNP  IN  Sevet?AL 

SOUTH  INPIAN  LAN&UA&eS.  .  .  " 


" — THANKS  TO  THe  f?eCeNT  ANTI  COI?l?URTION  MOVeMONT, 
THe  WOeP  T^AVeLCeP  to  out?  PAIKT  of  NOI?THei?N  XNPIA. 
NOT  KNOWING  ANY  OF  THSSe  LAN&UA&eS  ,  FBOFLe  Hef?e 

MUST  peeeNP  on  ns  mAN^UTseA  t/on 

_  IN  leOMAN  SCl?IFT..J' 


Anna  Hazard 

JotM  moycMEiJrr 

yo  eM<i>  tort  i 


so 


so  YOU  weiee  woNpeeiNG  how 
THese  FAiLui?es  APf=£CT  us 

ALL  ?  PIP  YOU  NOTICe  A 


"eo  whteN  THe  ^oman  which  poee  not  have 

A  w  300NP  ,  &ive&  us  A^N—N—A,  WE  eE-mANSLITEeATE 
IT  IN  PEVANACiei  ANP  ENP  UP  WITH  3F=Tff- " 


WE  AS  PEOPLE  SBEtA  TO  SUPPEP  PPOAA  TWO 
PINPS  OP  WEAKNESSES-  PIPSTLYj  WE  APE  &ULUBLe 
ANP  ACCBBT  WHATEVEP  POMAN  SCPIPT  WITH 
ALL  ns  PAILUPES  TPANSLITEPATES  POP  US--- 


6  AU€iU5r 

&  Anna 
Ai^na  ka 

Sa^^NiaR 


NOT  OUST  THATj  A—N—N—A  MUST  ALSO 
STANP  IN  POP  SpTT  *-  QUITE  A  MIX~UPI 
WHAT  CAN  ONE  PO  ABOUT  THAT  7 


*  AAeANIN<9  f=OOP 
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...ANP  t$eCONPLY,  COMMON  PBOPLO  LIKE  U6  LIVE 
THEIP  LIVES  IN  COM(PAI?TM£NT&.  ESPECIALLY 
PROVINCIAL  ANP  LIN&UI£TIC  COMP  APT MENTS." 


HINPI  ANP  MAPATHI  APE  WPITTEN  IN  THE  SAME  SCPIPT, 
ANP  YET  WE  PO  NOT  BOTHEP  TO  CHECP  THE  PICHT 
SPELLING  OF  A  TYPICAL  MAPATHI  WOPP,  3PW  i" 


16  MAOOP  LANGUAGES 
1A  SCPIPTS 


I 


|Hfc  OouTh 


'He  /\/\AV  NOT  UKe  IT  BUT  THB  FACT  \S  THAT  TOPAV 
ONLY  THB  eN&U3H  LAN&UA&e  WITH  BOMAN  3CBIPT  HA3 

BeeN  ABL.e  to  fobm  sohAe  kinp  of  woi?i<tiN6  lini^ 

AMONG  THB  MAOOf?  LAN&UAGBS  OF  INPIA. 


3 


"THe  TAMIL  isceip’r  le  UNioue  AMOH&er  eolith  inpian 
LAH&UA&ee  in  that  THei?e  i6  only  oN£  CHAJ?ACTer? 

PO^  THe  TWO  PSNTAL  CONSONANTe  ANQ  ^  .  ONP  HAe 
TO  KNOW  THe  eXACT  WO!?P  TO  KNOW  WHICH 
$ouNP  NeeP3  TO  Be  u&ep. " 


MATKA  C^J 


<5T-S0UNP  OP  A-~^  (Ae) 


?• 


-eOUNP  OP 

-eouNp  OP 


-^ouNp  OP  ie-7 

^-^OUNP  OP  X/V  - 


$ 

! 

i 


I 


"^O  POB  OTHee  XNPIAN  LAN&UA&e3 
NOT  WBITTeN  IN  PeVANA&ABI,  THe  TBeA&UBe  OP  THeiB 
WOBPS  ANP  eOUNPS  CAN  TBAVeC  TO  THe  BeST  OP  THe 
COUNTBY  ONLY  THBOUCH  THe  PAULTY 
TBANeUTeBATIONe  OP  THe  BOMAN  3CBIBT. " 

■ 


"Bv  THe  rme  thby bsach  thbib  pe^vNAVoN^ 
THey  wouLp  Be  oneN  to  all  KiNPe  oe  wbonb 

BBONUNCIA  TIONe  ANP  MieiNTeBBBeTA  TIONe.  " 

"HeBe  IS  ANOTHeB  eXAMBLe  OP  THIS.  " 


^4- 


500N  ^Hef^e  wei?e  p^^oreere 
me  NelGH80Uf^$  who  wantsp  me  soa^p 
eeMOvep,  eecAuee  me  eNGu^H  wo^pe, 
WHeN  Re-mAN&ureRATep  in  GUOAseAV 
weee  eeAP  a5.-- 


eoe  eofAe  ^eA^oN,  me  ^ignboa^p 
ouT^ipe  meiB  MeeriNG  blacg  CABBiep 
ONLV  me  eNGu&H  TBAN^UTeeATioN  OP  me 
me  GUOABAT!  NAMe  WHICH  BGAP... 


A  eew  GUOABATI  UB8AN  INieLLeClPAL5 

IN  me  eABLV  ceNTUBv,  pecipep 

TO  FOBhA  A  PieCUeSION  GBOUB  ANP 
NAAAeP  IT  •’i  yu  / 

WHICH  IN  GUOABATI  WOULP  fACAN, 

'/NTeLcecruAL^  coLLecwe'. 


OtD 

MOTHER'5 
LIES  ?? 


OUeT  TH£  WAY  IT  ^ 

NAF’F’eNeP  WITH 
ANNA,  IT  CAN 
CPSATS  eeeioue 


"  THAT  16  lei&HT. 

BUT  THINK  OF  THB  LONG  TBBM  PAA/\AG£. 

ON£  CAN  6ee  A  &BAPUAL  P£T£BIOBATION  OF 

ALL  THeee  original  xnpian  6ounp6  a6  thby 

BNP  UF  WITH  COhAFL£T£LY  WFONG  FBONUNCIATION6. 
ANP  THI6  IN  TUFN  MAY  CAU6£  A  FUFTH£B 
£F06I0N  OF  XNPIA'6  HeBITAGB, 

WHICH  16  H£F  meA^ui?£  Of= 

^  UVIN&  LAN&UA&e^. " 


6(> 


BY  THe  WAY,  THI^  \S  HAPBEHING  BOB  THE  BIB^T  TIMS 
TO  THe  XNPIAN  PHONeTIC  eYSTBhA  IN  ITl$  SNTIBe  HI&TOBY 

OF  ^OOO  YSABe. 


BUT  teN'T 
ANYONE  QOIN& 
ANYTHING  TO 
eoLve  THie 
^<=>n3LetYi  7 


ePEABING  OF 
'ANNA',  CHECB 
THie  OUT. 


WELL,  THAT 

eAVe  IT  ALLL 

■  ______ 


eeel\^e  like 

AN  APT 
CONCLUSION 
TO  THIS  JOUPNeV. 


1 


AFTERWORD 


we  HAve  !?eACHep  rne  eNp  of 
THe  COMIC  BOOKj  ^FAICeP  BOMAN'. 

THI5  13  AL30  THe  TIMe  TO  LOOK 
AT  THe  BI&QeB  PtCTUBe  OF  WHICH 

THe  BOOK  13  ONLY  A  FABT. 

---■  


*  IBSP  PA&e  ^,5 


"IN  F’AI^TICULAI^,  IT  CONCENmATe^  UF’ON  THE  PeOBLEM^ 
CONFBONTEP  WHILE  TBAN3LITEBATIN&  50UNPi$  OF  THE 
INPIAN  FHONETIC  ^Y^TEM  IN  BOMAN  eCBIFT  A3  A  VEHICLE 

OF  THE  ENCLI3H  LANGUAGE.  " 


"WHILE  POING  30,  IT  /AETICULOU3LV  EXFLO!?e3  TO  IPENTIFY 
TH03E  PAILUI?e&  THAT  INVARIABLY  OCCUR  PURING 
THE  RROCE33  OF  TRAN3LITERATION.  " 


XNCIPENTALLY,  fA03T  OF  THE3E  FAILURE3  ARE  THE  3AN\E 
A3  PI3CU33EP  IN  THI3  COMIC  BOOR. 
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"XT  te  ACCeP^eQ  that  THS  £V£NTUAL  £0LUTI0N£  will 
£M£e<S£  A£  £P£CI£IC  NUMB£IP  0£  NeWL  Y  P£&&N£P 
CHAI£ACTef?£  TO  B£  AQQ£C>  TO  TH£  BB£S£NT 
BOAAAN  eCBIBT.  £FFOBTe  Af?£  ON  AT  TH£  MOM£NT 
TO  WOBI^  OUT  CONC£FTS  THAT  £HOULP 
L£AQ  TO  FINAL  SOLUTIONS.  " 


peVANA&AffX 

cueieeNT 

New 

CHAf^ACree^ 

£OUXVAL£Nr 

OHASACree^ 

AS 


THi^  F’AeTicuLAe  eppoer  at  thp  nip  enouLP  in  pact  Be 
eesN  AS  THB  Piie^T  pha^£  op  a  mobs  coMPeeHeNSive 
eNTSBPBise.  IN  THe  NeXT  PHASe  ONe  aaav  exeecT  a 
smiLAi?  exercise  pop  THe  op  TH£  maoop 

£CPIPT£  OP  INPIA.  THePe  APe  about  £L£V£N  maoop 
INPIAN  SCPIPTS  Besipes  PeVANACAPI. 


Giuruhukhi 


SENG»^L 

T&UUGiit 

ORI^il 
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frHI&  COMIC  BOOK  IS  BSINC  BUBUSHOP 
ALONG  WITH  ITS  ONLINS  VOBSION  WHICH 
CAN  Be  eOUNP  AT 

iViViiV.  NIP.  £PU/l^e^£AI^CH/rl^AN^Ur£I^A  nON. 

THeV  BOTH  ACT  AS  COMBLEMENTS  TO 
EACH  OTHEB.  THE  ENTIBE  BBOOECT  IS 
MEANT  TO  BE  AN  INVITATION  TO  ALL 

£ei?iou£  £i?ACTmoNei?£  of 

MOPEBN  INPIAN  LANGUAGES  WHO  ABE 
CONSCIOUS  OF  THE  VEBY  FAILUBES 
PISCUSSEP  HEBE. 
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